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Hello, and welcome to NASA Headquarters.  It's always a 

pleasure to have students with us to learn, as we are this month, 

about the achievements of women, and also about the 

achievements of our nation in space.  They are numerous and 

women continue to be crucial to that work. 

I also want to thank our keynote speaker today, Sandy 

Magnus. More about her later! 

We make an effort to include EVERYONE in the 

conversation at NASA.  It's essential, because what we do is 

tough, and sometimes dangerous and we need everyone's 

viewpoint.  

 

So, let me tell you a little about me, and NASA. 
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I grew up in Columbia, South Carolina.  One of the most 

prominent people in my life was my mother.  She was an 

elementary, junior high and high school librarian during her career 

– my librarian in junior high school – and my father was a high 

school teacher as well as my high school football coach.  I was 

truly blessed to have two parents who were career educators, 

because passions for learning and high expectations for pursuing 

my education were integral to my growing up. 

After graduation, I went on to the U.S. Naval Academy and 

the U.S. Marine Corps.  I applied to the astronaut corps with the 

urging of a good friend and mentor, the late Dr. Ron McNair, and 

it has been an incredible experience during my career as an 

astronaut.  I was privileged to fly to space four times aboard the 

space shuttle, including as pilot for the crew that deployed the 

Hubble Space Telescope.  

As the head of NASA, I have the opportunity every day to 

guide a space program that is leading the world toward a human 

mission to an asteroid, and later to Mars.   
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We have missions speeding to Jupiter and Pluto and 

operating at Mercury, Mars and Saturn and above our home 

planet and peering beyond our own solar system. 

It's appropriate for NASA that the theme of this year's 

Women's History Month celebration is "Women of Character."  

The women of our nation's space program have made countless 

sacrifices to advance our nation, and their expertise and 

dedication have been crucial to our many successes in 

exploration. 

I was fortunate to fly to space twice with the distinguished 

Dr. Kathryn Sullivan, now the NOAA Administrator; and on my 

final Shuttle mission – the historic first joint U.S.-Russian Shuttle 

mission – I had Mission Specialist Dr. Jan Davis on my crew.   

From these flights, we formed strong bonds that we will 

share all our lives.  The addition of women to our astronaut corps 

has only enhanced and strengthened what we can accomplish.  
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Our latest group of astronaut candidates is 50% women, the 

highest percentage ever, and we look forward to this level of 

diversity well into the future.  It is no secret that the requirement 

that our earliest astronauts be military test pilots essentially 

precluded applications from women.  It was not until 1983 that 

Sally Ride became the first American woman in space as part of a 

Space Shuttle Challenger mission to deploy communications 

satellites.   

Since then, there have been 43 NASA women astronauts 

who have taken that leap and proven, as Amelia Earhart once 

said, that men and women were equal “in jobs requiring 

intelligence, coordination, speed, coolness and willpower.” 

 At NASA women are not only astronauts. They also run 

science missions. They engineer and build our many spacecraft. 

Our chief financial officer, chief scientist and two of our field 

center directors are women.  They are program managers, budget 

analysts and communicators.  
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 They serve in every capacity and provide their unique 

insights and perspective, helping to shape and improve the 

aerospace field, which has been historically male-centric.  

 Aerospace careers are not easy, not in the training, nor in 

the actual day-to-day work, and it takes character to stick with it 

and that's what we're talking about today.  

  NASA is a major employer of women in science, technology, 

engineering and mathematics fields and one of our priorities is 

inspiring young women to pursue an education and career in the 

STEM pipeline. 

  The women of NASA to me represent character of the 

highest order.  From those who lost their lives in the cause of 

exploration, to those who are working on tomorrow's missions and 

training to travel to new destinations where we've never been, our 

future in space depends on them.  
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There were a lot of female pioneers before the space age, 

and I like to think that the great aviator, Amelia Earhart, whom I 

quoted earlier, was alive today, there is a good chance she would 

be a NASA astronaut.  She was the first person to fly solo across 

the Pacific Ocean, in 1935, and disappeared in 1937 attempting 

to fly around the world.  

 I say that she would have been an astronaut, not only 

because of her passion for breaking barriers of possibility in flight, 

but also for her determination to break barriers of exclusion here 

on Earth.  At a time when women and minorities were rarely seen 

in the cockpit of an airplane, Amelia Earhart’s pioneering 

achievements broke the silence barrier, inspired a nation and 

paved the way for so many others who have followed in her path.   

 The spirit and curiosity of Amelia Earhart lives on through 

the women aeronautics researchers who continue to break new 

ground.  These are women, for instance, working to find solutions 

to lowering the level of sonic booms so that someday commercial 

planes can fly at supersonic speeds over land.  
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 They're also working on technologies to improve air traffic 

flow and reduce delays and designing more aerodynamic aircraft 

to reduce fuel use and emissions.  These women of NASA are not 

only making valuable contributions to our aeronautics program, 

they are an inspiration to others and are helping close the gender 

gap in the STEM professions. 

 With us here today are many inspiring NASA women.  You 

can read about many more at women.nasa.gov.  

 I'm grateful that if you look through the biographies of all the 

astronauts who have ever been, you'll find not only Sally Ride, but 

also Mae Jemison, the first African-American woman in space; 

Peggy Whitson, who has logged 377 days in space, the most of 

any woman, and became the first woman to become the Chief of 

the Astronaut Office; and Suni Williams, holding the record for 

spacewalks by a woman and most accumulated spacewalk time 

by a woman.  There you’ll also find Kalpana Chawla, Laurel Clark, 

Christa McAuliffe and Judith Resnick, who lost their lives on 

space missions.   
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Among the newest entrants in those biographies, you’ll find 

our newest astronauts Serena Aunon, Jeanette Epps and Kate 

Rubins, who, along with the 4 women among the Astronaut 

Candidates of 2013, represent our future.  There are many others. 

   

 I hope that girls in the audience today will feel that they can 

join the conversation about space and science and technology 

just as much as the boys; that they can take the classes and 

dream about careers in science, technology, engineering and 

mathematics if that's where their passion lies and that they know 

they too can fly in space.  If their dream is not fixed on flying, they 

can work on the design of future spacecraft; or turn the bolts on 

those spacecraft, or perhaps be the ones interpreting the scientific 

data that a spacecraft millions of miles away is sending back.  

 STEM and space, are broad and inclusive.  
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We invite all the students with a passion to explore to follow 

our missions and know it is possible for them to be part of 

aeronautics and space exploration, and we send a special 

welcome to the girls and young women who would join us.  

 Now, you're in for a treat.  Sandy Magnus is a spaceflight 

veteran, a space shuttle astronaut who also lived four and a half 

months on the International Space Station and was a member of 

the final shuttle crew aboard STS-135.  A scientist and an 

engineer, she now leads the American Institute of Aeronautics 

and Astronautics.  Among many awards, she's received the 

NASA Space Flight Medal, the NASA Distinguished Service 

Medal, and the NASA Exceptional Service Medal.  I know you'll all 

be inspired by her story.  

 But first, on behalf of NASA, I'd like to present Sandy with 

this Administrator's Certificate of Appreciation for coming to speak 

with us today and sharing her enthusiasm and expertise with all of 

us. Please join me onstage, Sandy. 

 


